



The Self and Faces in a Diary. A Reading of Ichiyō Nikki 
 
What we know today as Ichiyō nikki 一葉日記 (Diaries of Ichiyō, 1912) 
was published posthumously and remains a crucial text for the researchers 
of Higuchi Ichiyō 樋口一葉 (1872-1896). The numerous volumes were 
kept by Kuniko くに子 (国子), Ichiyō’s younger sister, and edited by Baba 
Kochō 馬場胡蝶 (1869-1940). At present, it is still debatable to what 
extend Kuniko, Kochō and possibly other writers from the Meiji bundan 
文壇 or literary circles interfered with the original text. It is also not clear 
to what extent Ichiyō changed the already existing passages herself.  
The origins of Ichiyō nikki, therefore, are far from clear. From what we 
know today, Ichiyō started writing her diaries in 1887, when she was 
merely fifteen and Mi no furu goromo. Maki no ichi 身のふる衣まきの一 
(Threadbare Clothing, Volume One) testifies to her early passion and 
commitment to writing. The volume is, however, followed by a four-year-
long interval when only poems (sometimes annotated with personal notes) 
are written. From 1891 Ichiyō turns a new leaf of her diary and this time 
she continues writing till her death in 1896. Numerous volumes are born, 
including Wakaba kage 若葉かげ (In the Shade of Spring Leaves, 1891), 
Wakagusa わか草  (Young Weeds, 1891), Fude no susabi 筆のすさび 
(Leisurely Notes, 1891), Yomogi’u nikki よもぎふ日記 (Mugwort Diaries 
1891 and 1892-1893), Mori no shitagusa 森のした草 (Forest undergrowth, 
1892), Shinobugusa しのぶぐさ (Ferns of Remembering, 1892, 1893), 
Chiri no naka 塵の中 (Amidst Dust, 1893-1894), Mizu no ue 水のうへ 
(Upon the Water, 1894-1895). 
In this paper, which is the outcome of a seminar entitled Self and Narration. 
Higuchi Ichiyô Nikki in the Context of the Modern Japanese Diaries and 
included in the program of Murzasichle International Workshop on 
Japanese Studies in 2009, I focus on the interpretative possibilities diaries 
offer to modern readers. I decide to use Ichiyō nikki as an example not only 
because I consider it an important text of Japanese modern era but also 
because I believe it signals the problems so crucial to the modern (and 
postmodern) researchers of the diaries who investigate into the (limits of 
the) representation, the nature of referentiality and the status of the self. 
With all the potential, Ichiyō nikki has long not been analysed for the text’s 
own merits. It is only recently that the Japanese scholars started to consider 
it as something more than a purely biographical account. In Europe and US 
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Ichiyō nikki were also known as a vivid story of the life of Ichiyō, the 
famous Single Leaf.1 A new light was shed on the text when its entries 
were incorporated by Rebecca Copeland and Melek Ortabasi among short 
stories and novellas written in Meiji Japan in their collection entitled 
Modern Murasaki.2 Still, the text needs to be analysed as a whole and on 
its own merits which this paper would like to signal. 
 
Whirligig of Interpretations 
In his article How Do Diaries End? Phillipe Lejeune distinguishes between 
four main reasons why diaries are written: to express oneself, to reflect, to 
freeze time and to take pleasure in writing.3 It is the author who takes up 
the pen or brush and it is his/her motives that Lejeune focuses on. Any 
question of how (s)he is represented in the diary the critic dismisses with 
the concept of a contract regarding the identity of the author, narrator and 
protagonist hidden in the text.4 
The question of what of the author’s experience is presented in an 
autobiographical text and how it is presented cannot however be dismissed 
easily. Paul Eakin, in his analysis of Mary Karr’s memoir, asks an 
important question: is she only a character in a story, or does she stand for 
something more.5 The same question arises when reading Ichiyō nikki: is 
she merely a literary creation or does she represent Higuchi Natsuko in a 
biographical manner. 
The problem of reference in a diary, memoir or autobiography remains 
both crucial and disputable. On the one hand, there seems to be a 
correspondence there between the writer, the narrator and the protagonist 
that cannot be denied altogether. On the other, the correspondence is never 
clear, and the text oscillates between what can be termed as fiction and 
reality with persistence and indecisiveness comparable to that of a 
whirligig, to use Gérard Genette’s metaphor.6 As a consequence, whoever 
wants to interpret diaries is caught in a situation which Paul de Man 
defines as “ most uncomfortable,”7 not being able to either resolve the 
truth-fiction antagonism or escape it.  
The question of whether and to what extent a diary depicts reality is then 
followed by numerous other doubts regarding the character and identity 
                                                        
1 Danly 1981. 
2 Copeland, Ortabasi 2006. 
3 Lejeune 2001: 106-107. 
4 Lejeune 1975. 
5 Eakin 2005: 125. 
6 Genette 1972 : 50. 
7 De Man 1979: 921. 
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(identities) of the author, the narrator, the protagonist. Can we speak of one 
identity that may or may not evolve in time or is the identity disrupted, 
thus making any research about a single character or personality 
impossible? Additionally, the question of what comes first – the 
consciousness or the writing, i.e. the expression and the discovery through 
expression – follows all the previously mentioned doubts. The presence of 
the reader, his or her consciousness and interpretative powers further 
complicates the picture. As a consequence, any encounter with diaries is 
bound to trigger innumerable questions with regards to the relation 
between the author, the text and the reader. Indeed, any such encounter is 
bound to dazzle the reader with numerous possibilities of interpretation.   
 
Nikki - Captured in Oppositions 
The reading of Ichiyō nikki or any other diaries written in Japanese invites 
all the above-mentioned doubts regarding the author-text-reader 
constellation and the problem of reference. Or even more. In the case of 
nikki 日記  the questions formulated mostly on the basis of European 
literature must be adjusted to the new grounds. If diaries are ambiguous as 
a genre (or a mode) of writing (or reading) in Europe, what came to be 
termed as “nikki” seems even more ambiguous. 
The tradition of nikki (the Chinese characters used here would correspond 
with „diaries” or „daily notes”) can be traced back to the Heian period. The 
term was first used in reference to the official notes made by Fujiwara 
Fuyutsugu 藤原冬嗣 to record the events in the imperial court.8 It appears, 
however, that the term was applied not only to the official entries written 
down in kambun 漢文 or Chinese characters annotated to be read out in a 
way suited for  the Japanese texts but also to the private notes, frequently 
written down in kana 仮名 or syllabic script, inherently Japanese. The 
concept of nikki embraces both texts written day-by-day and those 
appearing many years after the described events (e.g. Kagerō nikki 蜻蛉日
記, Gossamer Years, c. 974). It does not even exclude – what Tosa nikki 土
佐日記 (The Tosa Diary, 10th c.) famously proves – texts written from a 
perspective different than that of the author (while encompassing his own 
experience). Therefore, it is impossible to consider public-private or 
kambun-kana oppositions, or even the narrator’s perspective, as something 
crucial in defining nikki nowadays.  
Nonetheless, the oppositions have been used by scholars who aimed at 
defining what came to be known as nikki bungaku or literature of diaries. 
                                                        
8 Cranston 1969: 90. 
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The literary diaries are thus frequently considered private and less regular 
than nikki. We must distinguish between those diarists who respond more 
fully to public events such as a war or natural disaster, and those who 
concern themselves with private events, Earl Miner emphasises.9 Moreover, 
many scholars claim that nikki bungaku - in contrast with nikki - were 
written in kana script rather than in Chinese characters.10 In this manner 
language becomes one important criterion distinguishing between literary 
and non-literary nikki, which Donald Keene’s interpretation clearly 
illustrates: l’une des grandes differences qui distinguent le journal intime 
du journal non litteraire est la langue.11 Japanese syllabic script is here 
juxtaposed with Chinese characters not only in terms of form or style but 
also in terms of content the form corresponds with. John Wallace 
summarises this tendency as follows: Most literary historians see hiragana 
literature as a part of a consciously embraced distinction between a public, 
more institutionally oriented aesthetic culture with principles derived from 
China and a private space that was only tenuously concerned with 
Confucian and Buddhist ideals.12 Not altogether unjustifiably, kana style is 
associated with private, intimate character of what is written. 
This kana (private) – kambun (official) juxtaposition, although valid in 
some cases, ceases to be of importance at other times, for example, while 
reading Nakajima Shōen’s 中島湘煙 diaries (Shōen nikki 湘煙日記, 1903) 
written in kambun but still intimate. 13  Moreover, as Joshua Mostow 
interestingly states, even the diaries believed to be nonofficial were often 
used in politics and for official purposes.14 It is not surprising that nikki 
bungaku (as the bungaku part would suggest) were naturally believed to 
depict reality with a dose of arbitrariness one would not expect in official 
nikki. However, the discoveries made by literary critics and philosophers 
make us also question the nikki written for official and political purposes 
which make reality subject of their rhetorical experiments, not too 
dissimilarly to the way literature does. It appears, therefore, that any text 
which is considered an example of nikki bungaku 日 記 文 学 
simultaneously contributes to the definition of this type of expression and 
undermines it.15 ‘Japanese diaries’ seem to call for definition and escape it 
at the same time. And if anything it is the dynamic tension between the 
                                                        
9 Miner 1968: 38-48. 
10 Akiyama 1997: 6-14.. Comp.: Nishikawa 1989: 1-8; Oka 1985: 128-131. 
11 Keene 2004 : 10. 
12 Wallace 2005: 26. 
13 Shōen 2007: 148-190. 
14 Mostow 2004: 1. 
15 Nakano 1997: 15-23. 
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unresolved oppositions of public and private, truth and fiction that 
invigorates the reading and interpretation of nikki. 
 
Single Leaf Drifting through Hundreds of Pages 
Ichiyō nikki may be read and interpreted in a variety of ways – as a source 
of Higuchi Ichiyō’s (Natsuko 夏子) biography or as a paratext (to use 
Genette’s term again) 16  shedding new light on the reading of Higuchi 
Ichiyō’s stories, or as a text on its own terms. The first approach has been 
particularly frequent in Japan, and it is also present in the previously 
mentioned work by Robert Lyons Danly. The second approach is useful 
especially for the researchers of Ichiyō’s works, as well as for those who 
investigate the history of bundan or literary circles in Japan. It is, however, 
the third approach that activates the tensions or oppositions I listed before 
– between the private and the public characters of the text, between its 
truthfulness and fictitiousness. The problem of truthfulness is, of course, 
related to the questions of who Ichiyō is in the diaries and of how the 
character (or characters) correspond(s) to the author. 
The tension between what is an intimate diary and a text open to a reader is 
present throughout the numerous volumes of Ichiyō nikki, where Ichiyō 
seems very worried about how she is perceived by others and how their 
views may or may not undermine her own image. The tension is already 
revealed in the second volume Wakaba kage (In the Shade of Spring 
Leaves): Is this diary of mine – Wakaba kage – the beginning of my going 
astray or is this my way to knowing the truth. Maybe a poem will help 
those who may read these words understand how I feel when this tree is 
withered away: it may die with every new leaf, this lonely tree, let it grow 
now.17 Ichiyō, who claims more than once that her diaries are not meant to 
be seen by anybody but herself, does nonetheless invite the reader into the 
text. The presence of this potential (future) reader encourages her to try and 
define her state of emotions, her own “here and now.” She even writes a 
poem addressed at this potential reader to give him/her an insight into her 
present fears regarding the future and the goals of her life and writing.   
The poem which closes the Wakaba kage volume explores 
correspondences between a single, lonely tree whose every new leaf 
foreshadows its very end and Ichiyō herself, this Single Leaf who faces a 
yet to be written page of her diary, uncertain of what it may bring or mean 
to her. This passage is a brilliant illustration of how the process of writing a 
diary is a way of discovering oneself and one’s ways rather than a mere 
                                                        
16 Genette 1997. 
17 Wakabakage: 65. 
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rendering of one’s image that exists as something conscious and defined 
only to be studied post-factum and articulated in words.  
However, to write about oneself is not only to try and understand or to 
discover something new. Every encounter with diaries has to generate 
questions about stylisation just like any encounter with self-portraits does. 
It is evident in Ichiyō nikki that the now famous Single Leaf captured in 
words changes in her own image in accordance with the conventions used 
and possibly with the expectations of the (potential) reader who, as we 
have seen, is strongly present in the text. Indeed, the very first volume Mi 
no furu goromo: maki no ichi seems more like a monogatari 物語り (or a 
story) where Ichiyō is staged as a young poetess whose talent wins despite 
her dire poverty. Poorly dressed Ichiyō is at first juxtaposed with other girls 
in Haginoya 萩の舎  school of poetry whose robes, rich and elegant, 
outshine her. The moment when the girls are asked to compose poems 
which are then to be compared in a poetic competition, however, suddenly 
changes the situation. The previous juxtaposition is revealed to finally 
emphasise Ichiyō’s true glory which resides not in her appearance but in 
her extraordinary talent. In fact, we may say that Ichiyō’s threadbare 
clothing only adds to her triumph, which makes all the colours and 
elegance of her school friends’ garments fade away. 
Vivid dialogues, descriptions of other characters’ dresses and behaviour, 
well structured musings about one’s own possibilities and fears or about 
the role of poetry in life – all these elements of Mi no furu goromo create 
Ichiyō’s character: she is a young girl who is passionate about her writing, 
unbending and enormously gifted. And this is only one of the many images 
present in Ichiyō nikki. There is no space in this article, however (and it is 
not my aim here), to analyse them all. My goal was to illustrate how Ichiyō 
nikki may be read as a text of self-discovery and self-creation and how 
Ichiyō’s character is carefully woven and embroidered with words which 
simultaneously reveal her to the readers and conceal her from them. 
 
Ichiyō nikki and the “I-novel” 
That Ichiyō is far from recording everyday episodes with minuteness and 
accuracy that would exclude any doubts regarding her self-images has long 
been known. The comparison of a number of passages in Ichiyō nikki 
devoted to her relationship with her mentor Nakarai Tōsui 半井桃水, for 
example, with Tōsui’s own recollections published by the title of Ichiyō 
joshi 一葉女子 undermines some of Ichiyō’s vivid images.18 In fact, rather 
                                                        
18 Nakarai Tōsui 1996: 177. 
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than reading her Diaries as a mere autobiographical record some critics 
chose to view them as a kind of shishōsetsu 私小説 (or the “I-novel”). 
Wada Yoshie 和田芳恵, who himself was a shishōsetsu writer, stated, for 
instance, that  the more I study the Diaries, the more I am convinced that 
they are a complex shishōsetsu. 19 By referring to the term (and the whole 
discourse) of shishōsetsu Wada argues that Ichiyō nikki did not aim at 
depicting the outside facts or jijitsu 事実 about Ichiyō and her times but 
rather the truth (shinjitsu 真実) about the self which does not require 
factual minuteness or day-by-day accuracy. 20 
In this context, the distinction between facts and truth or shinjitsu is 
frequently made. Just like in the case of Matsuo Bashō’s 松尾芭蕉 famous 
Oku no hosomichi 奥の細道 (The Narrow Road to the Deep North, 17th c.) 
also in shishōsetsu changes in the representation of the outer reality are 
justified if they help to reveal the truth about the “I”. The juxtaposition 
between jijitsu and shinjitsu (which may be regarded as a modern 
equivalent of the traditional makoto 真  concept of truth) is further 
developed into the opposition between kijutsu 記述 (recording) and byōsha 
描写 (describing or painting) indicated by Tayama Katai 田山花袋, the 
author of Futon 蒲団 (The Quilt, 1907) which is customarily considered 
the first full-fledged shishōsetsu.21 The obsession with the “I”, the self or 
individual entered the Meiji discourse about literature, not only prose but 
also poetry22. This is also exemplified by Ishikawa Takuboku’s 石川啄木 
insistence that poetry should be an honest diary of the changes in a man's 
emotional life.23 Takuboku’s phrase, although it refers to poetry, uses the 
two concepts usually activated in the shishōsetsu meta-narrative, i.e. that of 
honesty and that of emotions. 
Interestingly, Ichiyō in her diaries associates truth or shinjitsu with ideal 
beauty which she strives to achieve in her depiction. My aim is to create 
the unspoiled beauty - she insists.24 However, this aim is most difficult to 
achieve. Whenever I try to look for it, the purples and reds disappear, the 
white becomes black, the inside becomes the outside and good is then 
mingled with evil.25 The mere recording of the events is not sufficient to 
                                                        
19 Wada 1956: 197; Wada 1956: 5. 
20 Kimura 2003: 167. 
21 Tayama 1911: 117. 39 The passage is cited in Tayama 1914, p. 17. 
22 Karatani Kōjin claims that the structure of interiority was already in place by the third decade of 
Meiji. See: Karatani 1993: 44. 
23 Takuboku 2001: 45. 
24 Yomogi’u nikki: 316. 
25 Ibidem 316. 
 84 
achieve the aesthetic goals Ichiyō so subtly but persistently delineates.  It 
may be that the nature of the world is beauty itself. Impossible to express in 
images or words, difficult even to think of. Just like air which cannot be 
seen or touched - she says.26 Ichiyō is nonetheless far from resigning to the 
inexpressibility of truth and beauty. She continues to search for a more 
suited way to reveal the ideal both in her diaries and in her novellas.  
Although the literary works we eagerly tend to associate with shishōsetsu 
were written two decades after Ichiyō’s death, she may be considered one 
of the shishōsetsu forerunners. I claim so not only because The Diaries 
more than once testify to Ichiyō’s attempt to speak truthfully about herself. 
I claim so, because they are frequently read as an example of the “I-novel”, 
whether the critics refer openly to the concept – like Wada Yoshie did – or 
not. The Japanese as readers of shishōsetsu have tended to regard the 
author’s life, and not the written work, as the definitive “text” on which 
critical judgment ultimately rests and to see the work as meaningful only 
insofar as it illuminates the life – this is how Fowler summarises the 
interpretative attitude towards what is termed as shishōsetsu. 27  Tomi 
Suzuki goes even further in her claiming that the characteristics of the so-
called I-novel texts were largely defined by and within this I-novel meta-
narrative and then projected back on certain texts. 28  Suzuki seems to 
believe that the shishōsetsu meta-discourse appropriates texts which are 
not inherently “I-novels”, that the “I-novel” exists only in the eye of the 
beholder. In other words, it is not the inherent characteristics of the text but 
the mode of reading that makes it shishōsetsu. In this context it, therefore, 
appears justified to speak of Ichiyō nikki as an I-novel text since – as it has 
been proved among others by Wada Yoshie – it is possible to read it as a 
shishōsetsu.  
While it is difficult to deny Suzuki’s claim that shishōsetsu draws on 
reading and interpretations which are hugely inspired by its own literary 
and social discourse , it is still possible to view the relation of the literary 
texts and the meta-narrative in terms of mutual influence rather than one-
sided projection of the latter. Suzuki’s insistence that shishōsetsu is a 
construct of interpretation also brings associations with Paul de Man’s 
understanding of autobiography which for him is not a genre or mode, but 
a figure of reading or of understanding that occurs, to some degree, in all 
                                                        
26 Ibidem 317. 
27  Fowler 1988: xviii. Fowler, in opposition to Suzuki, believes that shishōsetsu has intrinsic 
characteristics, one of which would be its tendency to reduce the narrating situation to its situation 
of writing and to make shishōsetsu a mode of writing of the bundan or literary circles. 
28 Suzuki 1996: 2. 
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texts.29 De Man does not stop, however, at the level of genre or mode. He 
goes on to question the possibilities of reference and the representation of 
the self. 
 
The Faces of Ichiyō 
It appears that the influential shishōsetsu discourse (at whose 
deconstruction Suzuki aimed), influenced largely by the European and 
American ideas, does not usually question what has now come to be 
openly questioned in the “West”, namely the very existence of “the self”. If 
the self and consciousness are concepts no longer self-evident nowadays, 
what is the status and the role of diaries or any kind of autobiographical 
writing indeed? One might say that such a question is anachronistic in the 
case of Ichiyō nikki. And they would not be entirely mistaken. However, I 
cannot forget the previously quoted Ichiyō’s own question: Is this diary of 
mine – Wakaba kage – the beginning of my going astray or is it my way to 
knowing the truth – she asks. 30  In this manner, she questions the 
possibilities of self-knowledge. Furthermore, I cannot overlook the 
differences in Ichiyō’s character(s) (re)created in different volumes of The 
Diaries, the differences which are so visible and also so deeply rooted in 
Ichiyō’s style and language that one has to consider the relationship 
between the depicted self and the manner of depiction.   
Ichiyō’s Diaries, therefore, trigger questions of whether the self precedes a 
literary portrait or whether it is discovered (or even created) in the process 
of depiction. This very question was also clearly and convincingly 
formulated by Paul de Man: 
 
We assume that life produces the autobiography as an act 
produces its consequences, but can we not suggest with equal 
justice, that the autobiographical project may itself produce and 
determine the life and that whatever the writer does is in fact 
governed by the technical demands of self portraiture and thus 
determined, in all its aspects, by the resources of his medium?31 
 
De Man reverses the conventional order of autobiography following one’s 
life and suggests that the writing itself influences the life lived to fit the 
literary image. In his  interpretation, it is not life that finds its depiction in 
autobiography but autobiography that defines life. Although this reversal 
                                                        
29 De Man 1979: 921 
30 Wakabakage: 65. 
31 De Man 1979: 920. 
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seems too radical in the case of Ichiyō nikki, it may inspire the readers to 
see how the characters of Ichiyō are created and fossilised in language and 
through style. The love to Nakarai Tōsui, for example, after what is 
depicted as Ichiyō’s parting with her mentor, becomes a literary theme that 
shapes Ichiyō’s character as a woman in love. The literary references and 
the stylisation after the works of the Heian writers revolving around the 
theme of love colour Ichiyō’s self-portrait with tinges of sweetheart 
infatuation and unrequited love. Moreover, through writing Ichiyō 
simultaneously shapes her future as a writer capable of using her pen to 
provide for the family. While building this self-portrait she reassures 
herself that this image is what she desires; she projects it onto reality. 
The characters or roles of Ichiyō developed and performed in Ichiyō nikki 
have not, of course, gone unnoticed by the Japanese scholars and literary 
critics. Seki Ryōichi 関良一 believed that Ichiyō idealises herself in the 
Diaries which, we may say, enabled her to behave how she thought one 
should behave in a given context. 32  Kan Satoko 菅聡子  and Yamada 
Yūsaku 山 田 有 策 , on the other hand, speak of Ichiyō’s self-
dramatisation,33 a concept which I would expand to encompass the roles 
that Ichiyō creates for herself throughout her Diaries.  
 
The Reflection of Truth 
I find the concept of faces or masques very useful in reading Ichiyō nikki 
and I agree that as a text Ichiyō’s Diaries testify to the impossibility of 
closure and of totalization (…) of all textual systems made up of 
tropological substitutions. 34  I do believe nonetheless that Ichiyō nikki 
reveal some dose of self-knowledge that cannot be dismissed as entirely 
unreliable. Autobiography veils the defacement of the mind of which it is 
itself the cause – claims Paul de Man.35  Every self-portrait distorts or 
belies the represented self. This, however, does not mean that the self is 
nonexistent. Furthermore, the portraits while far from revealing the whole 
truth may reflect some of it. The roles of a gifted poet, of a dutiful daughter, 
of a woman in love, of a determined novelist that Ichiyō performs in The 
Diaries, although they prove that the text does not (and cannot) capture 
one single self, also illustrate how the text may mirror the truth about 
Ichiyō, hidden in every role and present in every face. Finally, against all 
the odds, I do believe that The Diaries also include Ichiyō’s revelations 
                                                        
32 Seki 1970: 201. 
33 Kan,Yamada 2004: 19. 
34 De Man 1979: 922. 
35 Ibidem 930. 
 87 
about herself. Is it possible that I should have two hearts – one good and 
one evil? Or maybe one truthful and one false, speaking against one 
another – she confesses.36 This confession does not seem to be generated 
by any particular role. On the contrary, it may be considered one of the 
moments when all autobiographical masks are confused. For one moment 
Ichiyō refuses to comply with the role of an observant student and of an 
idealistic poet. She admits that she is not altogether insensitive to the riches 
and splendours of the material world. The juxtaposition of the European 
theory and of the Japanese traditional interpretations may lead to a 
(tentative) conclusion that Ichiyō’s nikki is a text through which Ichiyō’s 
various faces and her moments of confusion both distort the truth of the 
self and testify to it. 
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